Recently, I spent a day at the LuxLive Show in London and left with two overwhelming impressions. One was that there is a lot of commercial interest in human-centric lighting. The other was that many lighting designers are nervous about accepting responsibility for human-centric lighting. There are a number of reasons for this anxiety.
First is the question of definition. Depending on who you talk to human-centric lighting can mean many different things. At its simplest, it means delivering sufficient vertical illuminance and a spectrum that stimulates the non-image-forming system. At the next level, it involves controlling both the illuminance and spectrum over time, and these are just the stimulus variables. When it comes to what responses to expect, the claims range even wider; from increased alertness in the morning, to better sleep at night, to more positive moods, to enhanced well-being, to greater happiness and to improved productivity. The only certainty is that it will cost more. Given the certainty on costs and the uncertainty on the lighting conditions required and what the benefits might be, a degree of nervousness is understandable.
Second is the possibility that there might alternative means to achieve the same ends. As the saying goes, 'If all you have is a hammer, everything looks like a nail', so if you are devoted to lighting then lighting is always the answer. But is it? Surely there are other methods to increase alertness in the morning, how about a cup of coffee? Or how about having a formalized break time to be spent outdoors. Or how about improving the design of daylighting in buildings.
Third are the consequences for other desirable social aims. One characteristic often mentioned in the context of humancentric lighting is dramatically increased illuminances indoors. Indeed, it is sometimes claimed that current lighting practice ensures that many people are living in biological darkness. But such an increase runs counter to the enthusiasm for reduced power demands to mitigate climate change.
So what is required to resolve this confusing picture? I believe three actions are required by authoritative lighting bodies like the CIE, the SLL and the IESNA. The first is to show some leadership. At the very least, they should issue an agreed definition of human-centric lighting but, ideally, it would involve working with researchers in the field to identify the necessary lighting conditions to achieve specific aims. The second would be to support a series of critical experiments designed to test the validity of the identified lighting conditions and to compare them with alternative means to achieve the same ends. If these experiments showed that exposure to light was the most effective way to improve people's health, wealth and happiness, then, as a third action, a complete revision of current lighting guidance should be prepared. Unless this is done, people who promote such lighting run the risk of being considered eccentric rather than human-centric.
